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Abstract
In understanding the changes that are impacting the global higher education sector, developing a critique of the relationships between technology and technological innovation, new managerialism and financialisation, and the impact of the secular crisis of global capitalism, is critical. Moreover, it is important to critique these changes historically and geographically, in order to understand how political economics shapes the space in which higher education policy and practice is recalibrated for capital accumulation and profitability.
This article will argue that educational innovations like MOOCs might usefully be examined in light of the relationships between: technological and organisational innovation; the historical tendency of the rate of profit to fall that is affecting competing educational providers; the disciplinary role of the State in shaping an educational space for further capital accumulation; and the subsumption of open networks to the neoliberal project of accumulation and profitability. Such an analysis then enables a critique of the claims that are made for open networks in delivering new forms of sociability that transcend structures of power and domination.
As a result of this political economic critique, the article will situate the emergence of MOOCs inside-and-against Capital’s drive to subsume labour practices inside technologically-mediated forms of coercion, command and control. It will argue that the ways in which MOOCs and the services that are derived from them are then valorised might offer a glimpse of how the neoliberal educational project is disciplining academic labour and how it might be resisted.
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Introduction
Interpretations of the crisis of capitalism that impacted in 2008 have focused on issues of overproduction, under-consumption or the tendency of the rate of profit to fall (Basu and Vasudevan, 2011; Carchedi and Roberts, 2013; Harvey, 2013). A critical point in each of the explanations is the recognition that the discourse of crisis is framed by how capital as a global system of social reproduction can overcome the barriers to the production and accumulation of surplus value. Typical mechanisms have been: the implementation of new, digital technologies that revolutionise both the production process and the circulation of services, data or commodities; organisational innovations that increase the productivity of labour; or the destruction of unproductive capitals or businesses, so that the surplus value that is tied up inside them can be released and recombined for new accumulation.
Through such analyses two issues resonate for higher education (HE): first, that responses to the financial crisis reveal globalised networks for the circulation of value; and second, that no sector or department of the economy, including post-compulsory education, is immune from counter-measures that are imposed in order to reassert forms of accumulation. Whilst the privatisation and marketization of education has a long history, this paper addresses the quickening transnational pace of HE restructuring as one response to the financial crisis of 2008. This is witnessed in an explicit discourse of: individual and intergenerational student choice underpinned by data (Willetts, 2013); new public management as a lever for organisational efficiency (Hall, 2013); financialisation and monetisation of the student loan book in order to deliver value-for-money (McGettigan, 2013a); and commodifying the impact of scholarship, teaching and research (Deem et al., 2008). The reality of these mechanisms has seen two governmental responses for HE. The first is a tendency to work towards a debt or fee-driven approach to formal, institutional HE, through which efficient market forces will define education as a positional good. The second is the co-option of open education and especially Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) as a means for the delivery of effective and efficient learning (Hancock, 2014; Willetts, 2014).
These structural responses are important because they emerge asymmetrically against the rich history of many open educational innovations. This history reveals the critical and emancipatory pedagogical potential of: structures like open universities; international movements around open access, co-operation and sharing; innovations like the MIT OpenCourseWare initiative; and statements like the Berlin Declaration on Open Access and the Cape Town Open Education Declaration. It also needs to be recognised that the history of MOOCs emerges from work on open educational resources that predates the economic crisis of 2008. However, in this paper the processes and impact of co-option, in particular in response to the on-going, global economic crisis, are central.
In policy statements and academic scholarship, there has been an increasing focus on how MOOCs disrupt traditional HE. This reflects the fact that goods that were historically conceived of as public, like healthcare and education, are increasingly being folded into the circuits of production. As a result, analyses focus on: the development of MOOCs through the history of open education, including the place of pedagogy in refining the MOOC phenomenon (Kernohan, 2013); the myths that surround educational technology as revolutionising access to learning (Watters, 2013a; 2013b) or developing new pedagogic forms (Selwyn and Bulfin, 2014); the potential for MOOCs to contribute to building and sustaining a human and technical digital ecosystem for prosperity and wealth creation (Jones-Bey, 2012; Kolowich, 2013a; McAuley et al., 2012); the implications for learner engagement, retention and progression (Weller, 2014); or the role of MOOCs in solving funding problems in public HE (Kolowich, 2013b; McGettigan, 2013b; Newfield, 2013a; 2013b).
This latter point, focused upon the historical and material relationship of technological innovation to the production of open education as a potential solution to the funding crisis in HE, is critical. The issue is not one of MOOCS versus traditional universities (Holmwood, 2013; McGettigan 2013b), but of revealing MOOCs as a counter-tendency imposed systemically in order to overcome barriers to value production and accumulation. Here MOOCs need to be analysed as a means of production and accumulation, and as a new relation of production in HE that itself underscores new tensions, especially in terms of profitability and the realities of academic labour.
This idea pivots around the idea that it is a fall in the rate of profit which drives both crises and responses. For Marx (1993a, p. 147), ‘the ultimate cause of all crises lies in the tendency for capital constantly to expand the forces of production beyond the limits of profitability.’ In order to increase their profitability, competing businesses or capitals need to raise their capital intensity or labour productivity to a point where their accumulation of relative surplus value increases. Investment in technological innovation and organisational development, alongside attrition of labour rights and wages, and access to credit and the effect of servicing debt, each affect the rate of return on the capital invested. The interrelationship between investment and profitability, and the intensity of productive capital, inside a relentless competitive dynamic, is crucial in the expansion of capitalism (Carchedi and Roberts, 2013; Marx, 1993a). However, there are a series of tendencies and counter-tendencies that make this process uneven. For instance, new technologies tend to make production more efficient through the replacement of labour by fixed assets. However, this means that the organic composition of capital, which is the ratio of fixed capital in machinery to variable capital in the form of human labour, rises and the rate of profit falls because there is less labour to exploit.
Thus the need to increase profitability through innovation is in tension with the negative impact innovation has on profits because of the reduction in labour. In the face of a global crisis of profitability, investment and growth, this has implications for HE, in terms of: a need to open-up the transnational flows of capital to and from elite universities (Ball, 2012; Robinson, 2004); creating public-private partnerships that can enable the scaling of labour-intensive courses at a faster rate (Harvie, 2006); developing a policy space that opens up credit and data infrastructures to venture capital (Her Majesty’s (HM) Government, 2013; Watters, 2013b); and the relationship between the market and the public (Braconier et al., 2014; Streeck 2011). As a result MOOCs cannot be treated in isolation from innovations that impact across the HE sector, or from those that affect the economy as a whole.
This article sets out an argument for analysing MOOCs based on a critique of the relationships between technological innovation, structural weaknesses in global capitalism, the disciplinary role of the integral State in shaping a space for further capital accumulation, and the profitability of a newly financialised sector like HE. It is argued that an analysis of MOOCs is important because their logic points towards the revolutionary potential of capitalism to overcome barriers and release surplus value for reinvestment and accumulation. Moreover, it is important to critique these changes historically and materially, in order to understand how political economics shapes the space in which HE policy and practice is recalibrated. As such a role for open education grounded in critical pedagogy and the global Commons, in shaping an alternative, post-capitalist position, might then emerge.
The role of technological and organisational innovation in HE
Historically, technological innovation has been seen as a response to economic stagnation or crisis, not simply to act as a brake on wages but also to renew capital productivity (Harvey, 2013; Marx, 2004). However, for the period immediately prior to the financial crisis of 2008 this does not appear to have been the case, as an investment-seeking surplus was increasingly unable to find sufficient new profitable investment outlets, and one result was the massive growth in credit-debt structures like derivatives and credit default swaps (Basu and Vasudevan, 2011).
For certain analysts (Basu and Vasudevan, 2011; Carchedi and Roberts, 2013) this structural weakness at the heart of the global system of capitalism revealed a tendency to overproduction and a decline in the return on capital investment in manufacturing and the productive sectors of the economy. This in-turn underpinned both an attrition of real wages since the 1970s and the flight into precarious and immaterial labour and the valorisation of virtual or cognitive labour, alongside the ideas that promote creativity and enterprise as levers of economic renewal (Hall, 2014). Historically this also witnessed debt-driven investment in education, through: a turn to vehicles like increasing student fees and the bond markets (McGettigan, 2013a); opening up the sector to marketised solutions, outsourcing and hosted services, shared services, and human capital controls (Lipman, 2009); and, a focus on shackling the subjectivity of labour to governmentality through performance measurement and surveillance (Ball, 2012). The role of transnational organisations like the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund are also critical in shaping a policy response to this structural weakness through the production of scarcity, in agreements like the Trans-Pacific Partnership and the Transatlantic Trade and Investments Partnership.
In this process, technologies for service-driven innovations, data-mining and sharing, ubiquitous computing, personalisation, and so on, are strategically critical across a global system of accumulation that is rooted in persistent revolutionising of the processes of production. Developing a technological lead drives competition between businesses or between different capitals, and this drives renewed cycles of production and consumption (Marx 1993b; 2004). Competition compels capitalists towards technological innovation and increasing capital intensity, in order both to extract a larger surplus from their own labour-force, and to discipline that labour-force under the threat of restructuring or unemployment. This is an on-going pattern of technological change driven by a need to extract surplus value and to decrease dependency on variable labour costs (Wendling, 2009).
Thus, since the 1980s the economies of the global North have witnessed the widespread adoption of both digital technologies and new managerialism, in order to gain competitive advantage. Thus, methodologies like just-in-time supply, project management in controlled environments, and lean production have been deployed to enforce increases in labour productivity. Accompanying these innovations is the use of always-on, digital technologies that stretch the limits of the working day, and which enable the extraction of larger productivity gains, alongside surveillance of work, and the rationalisation of production through automation and outsourcing (Beradi, 2009).
Critically the fall in the cost of hardware and software infrastructure has also meant that productivity gains are achieved with smaller increases in capital outlay. This is especially the case with the transfer of some of that outlay either to the infrastructures laid down by the State or to the consumer in renting space or time on that infrastructure. In terms of UK HE, a large part of the initial development costs for innovation and development in educational technologies was state-subsidised through transformation programmes and investments in national infrastructure (HM Government, 2013; Mazzucato, 2013). This lowered the costs of capital investment for individual universities or colleges as they became competing capitals. It also lowered the costs of entry for private providers who wish to extract value through engagement in MOOCs. One result is that labour-productivity has been increased without necessitating increasing capital intensity, and thinking about the sector as a whole, rather than individual universities as businesses, this has also been catalysed by the global outsourcing of services and jobs that are of low value.
The problems for capital in technological innovation are twofold. First, rates of accumulation tend to decline as the organic composition of capital increases because there are fewer employees to exploit, and more technology or techniques to manage. Second, there is a fall in local capital intensity or productivity through ‘moral depreciation’ (Marx, 2004), or the tendency that technology
constantly becomes outmoded before it has had time to reproduce its value. This is one of the reasons for the unlimited extension of working hours that is usual in periods of this kind, work based on alternating day and night shifts, so that the value of the machines is reproduced without too great costs having to be borne for wear and tear. If the short working life of the machines (their short life-expectancy vis-a-vis prospective improvements) were not counter-balanced in this way, they would transfer too great a portion of their value to the product in the way of moral depreciation and would not even be able to compete with handicraft production (Marx, 1993a, pp. 208-09)
The treadmill logic of competition drives the need to deliver constant innovation across a whole socio-technical system, in order to maintain or increase the rate of extraction of relative surplus value, and to tear down the barriers of under-consumption (Dyer-Witheford, 1999; Wendling, 2009). This has implications for a global HE sector that is being recalibrated for enterprise and where technological innovation is perceived to drive profitability through an increase in the ‘general productive forces of the social brain’ (Marx, 1993a, p. 709). This subsumption of HE under a competitive logic is one systemic response to crisis because the lack of productivity or efficiency in certain sectors, like healthcare, public utilities and education, is seen to be destabilising.
Thus, as HE becomes a source of value and also seeks out value from new markets, technological innovation forces a reduction in the average time it takes academic labour to produce, circulate or exchange commodities. This then damages the sociability and solidarity of the academic’s wider communities with whom she is now in competition. Moreover, as the academic means of production are revolutionised through technological and organisational change, academic labour is disciplined through speed-up, impact measures, always-on technologies, performance management, monitoring through learning analytics or data mining, and so on. As a result, the productivity of the academic can be measured against her peers through the socially-necessary labour time that determines what her productivity should be (Postone, 1996).
In a competitive, transnational educational market, academic labour rights will be threatened by the equalising pressures of transnational competition and productivity, which includes new forms of competition from private providers. These might be rival organisations with degree-awarding powers, partnerships of accrediting organisations operating through MOOCs, or hedge funds providing venture capital for technologically-driven innovations. Whilst these innovations need to be analysed in terms of the tensions that emerge between the forces of technological production and individual labour time that can be exploited or alienated, they are also driven by a need to overcome the historic tendency of the rate of profit to fall.
Technological innovation and the importance of the rate of profit
Investment in new physical and virtual spaces through which surpluses can be invested and returns taken out is pivotal in the expansion of capitalism. Thus, the idea of traditional HE needs to be addressed against the production and circulation of value, and in response to potential blockages that might induce a crisis by constricting capital flows. Innovations like MOOCs might fruitfully be analysed against these potential constrictions or barriers to the social reproduction of capital, which maintain an increase in the rate of profit and leverage further investment.
Analyses of crisis are complex and seek interrelationships between consumption, production and profitability. In terms of consumption, arguments have focused on the recessionary impact of falling wages, and labour’s lack of access to a surplus through which effective demand for the commodities that are produced across the economy can be maintained (Harvey, 2010; 2013). Crucially, this also includes the services and commodities produced or circulated by education. Inside an HE market, the key is that entrepreneurs are persuaded to invest so that low cost educational services are made available, that State-sponsored infrastructures are opened-up for investment, and that access is enabled through credit. The marketisation of HE, narratives of student-as-entrepreneur or lifelong learning, the role of investment banks and publishing houses in developing alternative services using technology, and the nature of the MOOC as an alternative business model, aligns with this need to create a demand for educational commodities and services.
The relationship between the University and the production of surplus value, realised in the exchange of educational services or commodities, connects to this analysis based on consumption. The theory of value is related to the working activity of people and the interrelations of various forms of labour that are materialised in commodity exchange (Jappe, 2014; Postone, 1996). Value is crucial because as Rubin (1972) highlights it connects commodities and the relations of production that create them, to technological and labour-driven productivity, alongside the social nature of that productivity. Clarke (1994) has argued that capital needs to create the conditions for the renewed production of surplus value through the control of labour power and the means of production in appropriate proportions. This is important in terms of HE, which forms a global store of human, social and finance capital that might be commodified and released into new, transnational markets. At present the UK Government is manufacturing this process by opening up the HE sector through financialisation, so that its surplus value can be accumulated by corporations or entrepreneurs (HM Government, 2013). The MOOC can be analysed as a reified, entrepreneurial space inside which education as commodity is produced and consumed, and through which surplus value in a range of forms can be extracted and accumulated transnationally. In this way it can be presented as a means of overcoming barriers to the commodification of educational goods or services (Hancock, 2014; Willetts, 2014).
The third focus of analysis relates to the relationship between HE and the historic tendency of the rate of profit to fall. Basu and Vasudevan (2011) highlight the role of technology in maintaining the rate of profit:
Marx’s discussion of technological change, accumulation and profitability gives a primacy to technology in driving profitability. Capitalist competition compels a process of technical change that deploys increasing capital intensity and mechanization as a means of extracting a larger surplus from labor.
Critical in this process of extraction is an increase in the productivity of labour, getting commodities to market more efficiently, or turning those commodities over in the market more quickly (Lapavitsas, 2010). The individual value of commodities and the price at which they can be sold is determined by the labour time required across a global system of production. Where a new technology has not been generally introduced, a competitive advantage emerges for the innovator. The time in which profit can be maximised for the innovator depends upon how quickly it takes for an innovation to be generalised across the economy or a sector, or for that innovation to be overtaken by a more productive technology. As a result, speed is critical in creating new commodities and in circulating them, both to recover the costs of innovation or in generating surplus value, and as a result material wealth and profitability (Wendling, 2009).
As competition forces an increase in the social forces of production, this then leads to a rising organic composition of capital. In effect the amount of fixed capital or technology set to work by each labourer rises, and there is a reduction in labour costs because more work is done by machines (Carchedi and Roberts, 2013; Clarke 1994; Li et al. 2007). However, value is produced through the direct exploitation of labour. As labour-saving processes or technologies are deployed, the amount of labour that can be exploited is reduced (Wendling, 2009). This creates a desperate search for new markets and leads to the attrition of established labour rights.
Thus, technological and financial innovations are crucial because profit emerges from the value that can be captured in a market where commodities are generally produced by slower forces of production. However, this tends towards crisis because:
[Capital’s] surplus value rises, but in an ever smaller relation to the development of the productive force. Thus the more developed capital already is, the more surplus labour it has created, the more terribly it must develop the productive force in order to realize itself in only smaller proportion, i.e. to add surplus value... The self-realization of capital becomes more difficult to the extent that it has already been realized. (Marx, 1993a, pp. 340–341)
This creates a secular, systemic crisis both as the extraction of surplus value can be made from less living labour, and from the gap between the growing economic surplus and existing outlets for profitable investment (Carchedi and Roberts, 2013). Thus, even with the deployment of digital technologies from the 1990s, in the global North capital productivity fell and profitability was maintained through financialisation and the acceptance of increased private debt. Lapavitsas (2010) states the ways in which changes in organisation and information technology in the United States were used to shore-up or reassert forms of accumulation immediately prior to the financial crisis of 2008.
Information technology has also been realizing rapid gains in cost reductions so that IT infrastructure is becoming less costly to adopt. Further, a large part of the initial [research and development] cost was borne and subsidized by the State, further lowering the cost of capital investment. Thus labor productivity was increased without necessitating increasing capital intensity. The favorable trend in capital productivity is also fostered by globalization and off-shoring of production. This allows a further cheapening of capital and intermediate inputs with some of the more labor intensive and lower productivity (low value added) sectors being outsourced... After 2000 as larger sections of the production process got relocated globally, this advantage was exhausted. (Lapavitsas, 2010, p. 38)
A critical issue then is the interrelationship between profitability and investment (Carchedi and Roberts, 2013), and the concomitant impact on economic growth as retrenchment takes effect. This tends towards speculation in financial assets and the stock market as opposed to investment in the productive sectors of the economy with lower levels of profitability. HE reforms and innovations like MOOCs need to be seen as responses to: lower levels of profitability; increasing global consumption; and making previously marginal sectors of the economy explicitly productive. Thus, the growth of MOOCs forms a way of leveraging the ratio of the total surplus-value produced in society to the total capital invested. MOOCs also enable a redistribution of surplus value from businesses that produce commodities or services like universities to those that market them or that lend money to make academic labour productive. Therefore, it becomes important to analyse the role of MOOCs in revolutionising the means of production.
MOOCS and the revolutionising of the means of production
Haggard (2013, p. 10) notes that ‘What a MOOC actually is, as a learning format, provides a challenge for definition.’ He argues that MOOCs differ in terms of: pedagogic practice, for instance between the transmissive xMOOCs and the connectivist cMOOCs; course description and materialisation (such as how massive they are, how they are built and their duration); their history related to open educational innovation; and their function as it relates to any course offered free, online and at scale. For Haggard (2013, p. 10)
What marks the MOOC out from conventional online learning is that no professional academic time (or virtually none) is allocated to guiding or supporting individual learners. Some aspects of some MOOCs are now charge-bearing (such as credit-bearing examinations) and this trend is spreading as MOOCs begin to offer accredited learning.
Thus, whilst pedagogic practices and relationships are congealed inside MOOCs, they might also be analysed as an attempt by capital to overcome barriers to the production and accumulation of surplus value. In this way they are revolutionary but only on capital’s terms. In fact, neither MOOCs nor the University mean much outside such a systemic analysis, and any understandings developed without a political economy risk degenerating into deterministic narratives about student participation, agency or marginalisation inside the traditional classroom, or assertions that MOOCs are a response to an education system that is broken (Kernohan, 2013; Watters, 2013a).
These discussions around the MOOC are limited and shaped by the need to maintain the system of capitalist organisation of which they are a part. For both venture capitalists seeking to make academic labour productive and for University subsidiaries seeking to valorise academic labour, this is driven by the capacity to commodify educational services and data, and to create an export market for them (Futurelearn, 2014a; 2014b). As Bain and Company (2012) argue:
In coming years, more businesses will move beyond cost savings and seize opportunities to use exportable services to increase revenues and profits... Exportable services, like design and marketing, will assume a bigger role in upgrading low-tech products into premium consumer goods and services. Over the next several years, the increasing availability of telepresence technologies will be a powerful enabler for making portable services that were once bound by physical geography... By using distance-learning technologies to “export” higher education, leading universities in the advanced economies can accelerate the training of the home-grown specialists the emerging-market economies will need. And by “importing” the talent of engineers, managers, physicians and other highly skilled professionals from companies in developed markets, businesses in the emerging markets will not need to wait a generation before their own education systems can produce the skilled workforce they require.
In this analysis MOOCs enable education to operate much more like a consumer good rather than one that is positional. Not only does this alleviate problems in public funding for HE through government-backed loan schemes, but it also offers tradable credits in the commodities of elite universities (McGettigan, 2013b), alongside the unrestricted flow of people and knowledge (Hancock, 2014). This export of education, and the exchange of certification as a financial asset, is supported through national and transnational industrial and export strategies (HM Government, 2013; World Bank, 2011).
Moreover, by encouraging MOOCs as one potential solution to access to an over-stretched student loan book, Governments can encourage the disaggregation of the functions of HE courses (like content production, learning analytics, assessment and accreditation) and encourage competition at the level of those components. Thus, Rizvi et al. (2013, p. 41) argue that
As costs rise and competition intensifies, there will be additional pressure for achieving administrative efficiencies. The curriculum of a university, once a prized possession developed by the faculty members for the students, is increasingly becoming a commodity. MOOCs have opened up access to tried and tested curricula for anyone in the world to use.
In this opening up, both for profit and non-profit MOOCs rely on venture capital (Holmwood, 2013). Thus, in discussing the role of MOOCs in pre-HE, Carnegie Associates (2014, pp. 75-6) note the links between value-creation, pedagogy and commercialisation, underpinned by private investment.
There appear to be specific opportunities to create significant value for UK schools, teachers and learners. These opportunities include provision for gifted & talented students, for supporting low take-up subjects, and for exam preparation. There may be benefit in further research into one or more of these areas, to develop and test the pedagogical grounding of the proposition, to establish commercial feasibility, and to assess the real benefits by piloting with schools. We strongly urge that some of this research be focused on the commercial requirements and opportunity, to help stimulate development and investment from the private sector.
The flip-side of this need to prime a market for educational commodities is the drive to reduce costs (British Universities Finance Directors’ Group (BUFDG), 2013; Moodys, 2014; UniversitiesUK, 2013). For Gartner (2013) this drives the relationship between labour and technological innovation:
Digitization is reducing labor content of services and products in an unprecedented way, thus fundamentally changing the way remuneration is allocated across labor and capital.... Mature economies will suffer most as they don't have the population growth to increase autonomous demand nor powerful enough labor unions or political parties to (re-)allocate gains in what continues to be a global economy.
However, some commentators have also seen this attrition in costs realised through a pedagogical model that is grounded: first, in the transmission both of core knowledge and a specific brand, through a one-to-many reliance on experts; and second, in the use of precarious or lower-cost labour for human interaction, which includes peer/student review and support (Newfield, 2013b).
Accompanying the drive to make academic labour productive of value, Watters (2013b) has described the mechanisms through which for profit MOOC providers are revolutionising the academic means of production to generate revenue streams: by providing an infrastructure for partnerships between universities and telecommunications’ providers; by offering corporate training courses that are ‘subsidized by major technology companies in course creation, enrollment, and recruitment’ (Udacity, 2014); and by charging fees for certification, like Coursera’s Signature Track. The Chronicle of Higher Education (2013) has reported revenue-sharing models for both edX and Coursera, focused upon innovative hosting of courses, a contracting model based upon the assistance given to a participating University in producing a MOOC, and charging repeat fees per edition of an online course. Rothberg (2014) also reveals how global course licensing is a critical revenue stream for non-profit MOOCs like edX:
As you know, we have open-sourced our platform, so a number of countries have adopted it. The Middle East has adopted our platform and created edRawq. The Queen Rania Foundation. China has launched a platform called XuetangX. France has launched a platform called “FUN”—France Université Numerique. So many of them are coming to us, [asking to license courses from edX.] So a second line of business is that they pay us a fee to license courses, so we are generating a revenue for our partners and for ourselves from licensing courses.
This innovation in producing MOOCs has also been reflected in the consumption and production of accreditation. For Coursera, Young (2013) showed possible sources of income, related to: certification, where students pay for a badge or certificate; secure assessments, where students pay to have their examinations invigilated (proctored); employee recruitment, where companies pay for access to student performance records; and applicant screening, where employers or universities pay for access to records to screen applicants. For Yuan et al. (2014) there are opportunities in these open practices for service disaggregation and for ‘different revenue models taking the established ideas from technology start-ups, such as applying the concepts of freemium and premium offers into online learning, providing institutions with new ways of thinking about marketing and income generation.’
These relationships between the consumption and production of educational commodities also inform the role of MOOC providers as pivots for transnational joint-ventures. These are designed to leverage surplus value in ways that traditional universities could not do alone. For instance, Coursera (2014) has investors in venture capital like Kleiner Perkins Caufield & Byers, New Enterprise Associates, GSV Capital, International Finance Corporation, Learn Capital Venture Partners, as well as educational publishers like Laureate Education, and transnational bodies like the World Bank. Critically, these joint-ventures enable the commodification of the vast array of data collected by MOOC providers, so that new sources of revenue can be generated through the creation of new services (Haggard, 2013; UniversitiesUK, 2013). As a result, personal data has become a new form of currency (Regalado and Leber, 2013). The scale of data that can be mined is critical for the UK Government (2013), which explicitly links open data and economic growth, through collaboration between business and academia, and that reflects the need to make academic labour productive of value.
However, there is also an argument that the financial claims of online technology are being hollowed out, whilst their pedagogic potential risks being lost. Newfield (2013b) notes
MOOC savings will occur only if tenure-track faculty are fired and/or not replaced, either in existing colleges or new quasi-universities. MOOC marketing has turned in large part on descriptions of faculty as having put their vested interests ahead of students and progress in order to protect professional skills that technology has made obsolete. It has paralleled attacks on "teachers' unions" in K-12 "reform," and appeals directly to executives in academia and government while ignoring grounded descriptions of current instructional practice. 
Here tensions between the academic’s public role, pedagogies rooted in lifelong and informal learning, and education for private or social wealth, are disciplined by culturally-replicated structures of power. Thus, the MOOC might usefully be critiqued as one negation of the University, in order to attempt to understand what higher learning inside a system that promotes alternative values might look like. This is an attempt to critique the participatory traditions and positions of academics as organic intellectuals, and to analyse how they actively contribute to the dissolution of their expertise as a commodity. Underpinning this is an analysis of the academic labour of students and staff as it responds to the disciplinary logic of competition and profitability.
On MOOCs and academic labour
An analysis of MOOCs from the perspective of labour potentially opens up an avenue of thinking about hegemony and hierarchy in HE, and reframing the pedagogic potential of innovation. In this reframing, network analyses that focus upon the production, reproduction and contestation of power are important (Ball, 2012; Robinson 2004), where they highlight how dominant ideologies and resource interdependencies are reinforced transnationally. For Ball (2012) these interdependencies connect academics, policy makers, think tanks, private equity and venture capital, educational publishers and foundations, so that they form transnational activist networks. As was noted above, MOOCs are important phenomena in this respect because: first, they act as one node in a wider network of actors; and second, they reflect the recalibration of the formal university as an association of capitals that mirrors a joint-venture company (Harvey, 2013; Marx, 1993b). Examples include edX’s global course licensing, Coursera’s corporate partnerships, and the UK’s Futurelearn (2014b) MOOC that connects a private subsidiary company to other international universities and cultural organisations. The credit rating agency Moodys (2014) reiterated how important this is for universities, through new revenue opportunities, increased brand recognition, and improved operating efficiencies.
However, much of the discourse around MOOCs has not focused on their organising principles or governance beyond the classroom (Haggard, 2013; Kernohan, 2013; Selwyn and Bulfin, 2014), and their concomitant impact on academic labour. The risk is that the theorising of MOOCs rests on a kind of problem-solving theory rooted in student or teacher autonomy and participation, rather than as a transformational critique of the structural inequalities realised inside capitalism, through which the realities of wage labour make such autonomy impossible. Thus, Knox et al. (2012) argued that:
while MOOCs and the open education movement generally may not achieve everything – the democratisation of education, or the freeing of the world’s knowledge – they can achieve something. They can open up good teaching and interesting curricula to new groups of learners; they can help draw students into higher education who might otherwise not have ventured there; they can engage unprecedented numbers; and they can be a vehicle to continue to push at our collective notions of what constitutes the educational project.
One tendency here is to focus on new markets and technological approaches to opening up new domains, with a secondary gain that appears to be just beyond reach, like democratisation.
The lack of a political economy of technological innovation prefigures a form of technological determinism that sees MOOCs simply as a neutral platform for innovation (Siemens 2012). However, this significance needs to be understood inside-and-against the systemic tendency to subsume labour practices inside technologically-mediated forms of coercion, command and control. Siemens’ (2012) claim that ‘The value of MOOCs may not be the MOOCs themselves, but rather the plethora of new innovations and added services that are developed when MOOCs are treated as a platform’ needs to be analysed against the ways in which MOOCs and the services, analytics, content, affects, relationships and so on that are derived from them are then valorised.
At issue is how to connect the participative, transformational opportunities of pedagogic or educational innovation to the reality of how the labour of networks of consumers and producers are co-opted for value through competition that in-turn drives the constant revolutionising of the forces of production. For Marx (2004, p. 617) this is the material history of capitalism.
Modern industry never treats views or treats the existing form of a production process as the definitive one. Its technical basis is therefore revolutionary, whereas all earlier modes of production were essentially conservative. By means of machinery, chemical processes and other methods, it is continually transforming not only the technical basis of production but also the functions of the worker and the social combinations of the labour process. At the same time, it thereby also revolutionizes the division of labour within society, and incessantly throws masses of capital and of workers from one branch of production to another. Thus large-scale industry, by its very nature, necessitates variation of labour, fluidity of functions, and mobility of the worker in all directions.
Thus, the MOOC is disruptive because it acts as an innovation that recalibrates the extent to which labour can be exploited globally through arbitrage. At first this is moderated by the role of venture capital, which supports an expansion based on mass enrolments (Holmwood, 2013; Watters, 2013a). However, increased labour costs force some tenured academics to exchange stipends for production on assistants who could produce a course at a lower cost (Davison, 2013). This negatively impacts the narrative that links the expansion of MOOCs to perceived exponential cost savings based on zero marginal cost per additional student (Newfield, 2013b), rather than focusing on the exploitation of academic labour in order to raise profitability.
One other critical point is the use of MOOCs to increase labour intensity by using peer review or evaluation, and by transferring the costs of producing a course to its community of users, including students and adjunct staff. This transfer of costs away from capital to the State or individual connects to Haggard’s (2013, p. 73) analysis of: cost-reducing financial models for course production and sale; the emergence of viable sources of revenue for MOOC operators; growing acceptance for accreditation of MOOC learning; the extension of MOOC format beyond elite institutions via open access by other institutions to quality content hosted in MOOC platforms; and the recruitment of second-tier Universities to MOOC platforms. Placed alongside policy that prescribes public/private partnerships and the public availability of retention, progression and outcomes-related data that emerges from state-funded programmes (HM Government, 2013), this creates a set of spaces inside which the forces of production are restructured for profit.
These types of partnerships show the deep penetration of the private, for profit sector of the economy into the public sphere. However, they also enable the organic composition of capital to be increased inside traditional universities, as a means of overcoming the barriers imposed by reduced public funding and a need to recruit students through competition (McGettigan, 2013a).
One outcome of this process is global labour arbitrage, which strengthens the transnational power of activist networks that are using MOOCs as a counter-measure against a global reduction in the rate of profit. Thus, the World Bank (2011) Education Sector Strategy ties educational innovation and the rights of the child to ‘strategic development investment’, with an outcome being a strengthening of those labour pools for privatised knowledge, innovation and enterprise. The globalised deployment of technologies is critical in this process, and underscores the aims of organisations that sponsor MOOCs through philanthropy, or philanthro-capitalism, like the Gates Foundation (2014):
on ensuring that all students graduate from high school prepared for college and have an opportunity to earn a postsecondary degree with labor-market value. Our approach is to play a catalytic role—to support the development of innovative solutions in education that are unlikely to be generated by institutions working alone and that can trigger change on a broader scale.
A final impact of the development of the MOOC and its relationship to labour emerges as a reaction to the overproduction of educational services and commodities by institutions in the global North. Here technology becomes a fundamental strand of a strategy for commodity-dumping and value extraction from other arms of the globalised system, including the flow of skilled labour from the global South. Thus, the World Bank (2011) notes:
Another set of changes is technological: incredible advances in information and communications technology (ICT) and other technologies are changing job profiles and skills demanded by labor markets, while also offering possibilities for accelerated learning and improved management of education systems.
Technology ties the interface between development and education to labour markets and capitalist work, rather than to solving issues of social production, sustainability or global leadership. The MOOC phenomenon does not reveal an approach to educational participation and equality, rather it reveals a revolutionising of the means of production and the disciplining of academic labour. Here a critique of MOOCs from the standpoint of profit and academic labour forces a reengagement with the ownership of the mode of production and its shared governance, regulation and funding.
Conclusion
The political economy of the MOOC reflects a wider series of questions related to social reproduction, and the relationship between educational provision and academic labour in the face of the global stagnation in the rate of profit. This stagnation catalyses a fierce, competitive struggle across sectors of the economy including HE, which is driven by a need to restore the rate of profit. Moreover, the crisis leads to casualisation, precarious employment, unemployment and an attrition on labour rights in order to restore profitability. Moreover, competition catalyses venture capital seeking new productive investment, and the adoption of cutting-edge, scalable technologies that revolutionise production as a form of cost-reduction. Here, labour arbitrage, commodity-dumping and innovation, all prefigure a return to profitability.
This is important because it leads us to ask how MOOCs reinforce specific hierarchies and how they might work as a counter-tendency to the secular crisis of capitalism. Cleaver (1993) writes:
secular crisis means the continuing threat to the existence of capitalism posed by antagonistic forces and trends which are inherent in its social structure and which persist through short term fluctuations and major restructurings.
This systemic threat catalyses counter-measures like opening up new markets, global labour arbitrage, credit-based funding for learning, or technological innovations. In this interpretation, MOOCs are one form of the systemic revolutionising of the means and relations of production in previously public spheres of the economy, in order to maintain a global system of power over everyday life (Cleaver, 2002).
However, Cleaver (2002) also argues that the revolutionary tendencies of capitalism, as they emerge from the valorisation process, also offer new forms of political recognition and solidarity across economic sectors. Where these spaces for solidarity join they offer a potential antagonism that threatens capital's survival. Here academics and students might think critically about power and the organising principles that underpin their engagement in MOOCs, in order to question the possibility of a life that is constructed qualitatively rather than quantitatively. This means struggling for a different kind of wealth, rather than that which is materialised as profit, so that the work conditions of both academics and students who labour in MOOCs might be revealed and contested, and so that the outcomes of an engagement on-line are produced not for exchange in a market but for use in a Commons.
Thus, academics might ask whether, in a globalised life that is restructured around the metrics of efficiency, value, enterprise, and where social life is restructured for profit, are there alternative, qualitative descriptions of life that might enable alternatives to be developed? One possibility lies in the idea of the Commons and the praxis that emerges from commoning, which is a global idea of socialised solidarity (Bollier and Helfrich, 2012; Dyer-Witheford, 2004). This is a set of interconnected spaces that are social and negotiated, focused on a social dialogue between abundance and scarcity that enables democratic governance to shape life.
An approach might emerge from a historical and comparative analysis of radical education projects like the Social Science Centre (2014) that are geographically and politically-grounded in a different set of spaces from network, task, or informational-centric innovations like MOOCs. This approach is rooted in the tenets and precepts of critical pedagogy as a struggle for subjectivity, and as an act of protest and resistance to dominant forms of education. Such an approach demands that educators and students inside and beyond the University develop alternative educational forms as overtly political projects. For as Amsler (2011, p. 60) notes:
Any education that seeks to demystify popular ideologies; expose the subtle ways that power works through language, bodies, and representations; facilitate the imagination of radically different modes of life; and produce knowledge to orient political action represents, in various forms, a broad faith within critical pedagogical politics that there is something inherently transformative about criticality. And it is the possibility to practice such forms of education, which is, in the ascendance of the uncompromising force of market logics throughout public life, being contracted, cramped, enclosed, or foreclosed. Indeed, the need for the critical attitude has become urgent in the face of declining levels of popular support for nonutilitarian education, and a wider tolerance for complexity and otherness within the public sphere is on the decline. The overarching mood in education, including in universities, is therefore one of crisis; the broad response, one of defence.
Whilst some emergent analysis has been attempted of innovations like MOOCs (Selwyn and Bulfin, 2014; Weller, 2014) the current crisis in the forms and management of the University in the global North would benefit from a deeper understanding of how educational technology innovations like MOOCs are co-opted for the valorisation of capital. It might then be possible to develop spaces that are networked, in which academics and students can ask how their labour might be abolished. This requires an engagement with critical pedagogy that moves HE’s restructuring for profit.
The issue is whether a ‘direct form of communal manifestations of life carried out in association with others – [that] are therefore an expression and confirmation of that social life’ (Marx, 1975, p. 299) might be realised that incorporates increasingly alienated social forces in the global North, as well as those largely ignored in the global South. This requires that we have a more mature discussion of the possibilities for pedagogic production as a social activity that are for-society  rather than for profit. In part this recognises that HE is folded into the circuits of capitalism precisely because no space is more important for the generation and accumulation of the knowledge, practices and skills produced co-operatively at the level of society. This is Marx’s (1993a) general intellect as the productive force of society recomposed inside technology and through organisational development, so as to drive competition and productivity. One possibility is for using technological innovation that enables transnational production and consumption of social life, like MOOCs, in order to reclaim the general intellect and make it more socially useful. This social utility takes the form of mass intellectuality (Virno, 2001; 2004), or knowledge produced and used at the level of society rather than reified through academic labour. Is it possible that a critical political economy of MOOCs might offer a way of developing an emancipatory critical pedagogy on a global scale? Might such a political economy enable the knowledge, practices and skills produced socially and co-operatively to underpin new social relations of production as a pedagogic project beyond the market?
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